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Zoltán POGÁTSA1 
The Political Economy of Socio-Economic and Ecological Sustainability in 
Hungary: Mapping the Research Gaps 
The aim of this paper is to identify the missing elements and areas of the literature on socio-economic and 
ecological sustainability in the Hungarian language. Our summary is based upon a review of the key scientific 
and policy literature of these areas, which we have concluded with the aim of providing a list of the most 
decisive literature in these areas (see appendix). We conclude that while the theoretical literature is wide-ranging 
and up to date and most (although not all) policy areas are well researched, the connecting literature that would 
create coherence in the literature are missing. Most of this missing literature is at the level of political economy.  
Keywords: sustainability, political economy, adaptation, socio-economic sustainability 
JEL Codes: Q00, P00, O1, F5 
A szocio-ökonómiai és ökológiai fenntarthatóság politikai gazdaságtana 
Magyarországon: A kutatási hiányok feltárása 
A fenntarthatóság fogalma ma már kiterjedt magyar nyelvű elméleti irodalommal rendelkezik annak mind 
hagyományos ökológiai, mind pedig szocio-ökönómiai értelmében. Az egyes szakpolitikai területek 
(biodiverzitás, alkalmazkodás a klímaváltozáshoz, fenntartható energiaforrások, demográfia, közlekedés, 
egészségügy, migráció, költségvetési és adósságpálya, stb.) ha nem is teljesen egyenletesen, de általában véve jól 
feldolgozott, empirikus kutatási eredményekre épülő irodalommal rendelkeznek. Ami nagyon hiányzik a 
fenntarthatóság magyar nyelvű irodalmából, az annak politikai gazdaságtana: az a kérdés, hogy milyen hosszú 
távú politikai és gazdasági mély folyamatok határozzák meg a fenntarthatósági elvek érvényesülését illetve 
háttérbe szorulását a magyar közpolitikai döntéshozatalban. 
Kulcsszavak: fenntarthatóság, politikai gazdaságtan, alkalmazkodás, szocio-ökönómiai fenntarthatóság 
JEL kódok: Q00, P00, O1, F5 
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Sustainability is not simply a buzzword of our time, but perhaps the most important vital 
question of our time. Long gone is the day when the majority questioned the centrality of this 
concept. Doubts are now marginal, debates focus on the ‘how’ rather than the ‘whether’. 
The theoretical considerations about sustainability have produced a sizeable literature in 
recent decades. Not only the moral and political philosophy of sustainability has been 
elaborated, but also the applicability of these meta theories to the various subsystems of social 
life and their related scientific disciplines which engage in studying these phenomena. These 
include, apart from the most obvious field of ecological sustainability (global warming, flood 
protection, water management, species, agriculture, food security, etc.), subsystems such as 
the economy (fiscal sustainability, welfare sustainability, pension systems, sustainability of 
economic models, etc.), as well as society (demographic sustainability and processes, health, 
urbanisation, etc.), as well as energy and transport. 
Fortunately, the Hungarian academic and popular science community has carried out 
most of the work of translating these theoretical considerations into Hungarian. As a follow 
up to this work, Hungarian scholars have also produced a fair amount of primary theoretical 
knowledge of their own to complement the global literature. Based on the summary of the 
literature of sustainability presented in the appendix of this paper, which we have established 
as being the key corpus of the Hungarian language literature on sustainability, we can 
conclude that Hungary is up to date as far as the theoretical discourse on sustainability is 
concerned. This is especially true in contrast to the actual level of sustainability achieved by 
the country. Hungary is very far from being a leader in processes of sustainability, as almost 
in all areas mentioned above (economy, sociology, but less so in ecology) the country is a 
laggard, especially given its pioneering immediate European geographical context. The 
midterm trends and the political economy of these processes are also not promising. Naturally 
no literature is ever complete, and experts in the field can always find niches and new 
elements that need to be added to the existing corpus. However, as a consequence of a 
determined academic and policy community, in an international comparison we can be 
satisfied with the theoretical considerations of sustainability in Hungary.  
Our review of the existing corpus shows that another area of the literature is also wide 
ranging. This relates to the more practical aspects of sustainability in the various fields. There 
exists a relatively well-developed literature in the field of ecological sustainability in 
Hungary: in terms of trends of and adaptation to global warming, changing climatic 
conditions, ecological diversity, as well as water and flood management. Hungarian scholars 
and policy experts have also produced detailed literature on social processes of health, 
demography and migration. A satisfactory literature exists on transport policy. Energy policy 
is an area that is markedly insufficient in this respect. Even questions of forecasted national 
energy requirement are highly contested in the literature and amongst experts, as are policy 
issues related to traditional, fossil forms of energy. 
Most worrying is the lack of defining policy literature on sustainable forms of energy. 
There is no agreement about the future energy requirements of the country between industry 
professionals, energy experts and non-governmental watchdogs. This latter claim that in fact 
by introducing energy savings programmes it would be possible to flatline the country’s 
energy demand for the middle term future. This would make any major single projects, such 
as current government plans for the doubling of Hungary’s current two reactors nuclear 
capacity, unnecessary. Future energy demand could be met by moving towards renewable 
forms of energy, an area in which the country is currently a laggard. Unfortunately, there is 
also no consensus in the policy literature about the renewable potential of the country. As far 
as it was possible to discover from the literature review and consultations with experts, there 
is no audit of the renewable energy potential available. 
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In spite of these important shortcomings, generally speaking there is an adequate level 
and quality of policy literature available in most domains of sustainability. 
One layer of the sustainability literature that is very obviously missing from the 
literature we have reviewed is the connection between the theoretical level and the policy. 
The question to be asked here is: how do we get from the current state of affairs to the desired 
state of affairs, as outlined by the theory? What socio-political forces are blocking these 
imagined positive developments, and what forces can be utilised in order to move in that 
direction? 
For the most part, this literature is likely to be in the discipline of political economy. As 
we know, the time frame available for drastic changes in sustainability processes is relatively 
short. One reason for this is the urgency of the climate change scenarios: adaptation needs to 
take place in the current decade to avoid irreversible and uncontrollable processes taking 
place. The other reason is that the more developed countries (Denmark, Germany, etc.) are 
already well on their way in the transition towards a low carbon economy. Thus the 
renewables gap between more and less developed countries is emerging and widening in the 
current time period. 
What will determine the achievements of Hungary in this respect is a combination of 
economic and political processes. The economic situation naturally determines the starting 
point of the country, but it is politics that drives the actual policies to be implemented. The 
political alignments in this respect are in turn determined by a combination of fundamental 
beliefs in the political class about sustainability, as well as the business interests of both 
internal and international business groups. Naturally, the value system of different cohorts of 
voters is also important, especially with regards to the issue of sustainability. Special attention 
needs to be focused on the societal subsystem of the media, which serves as the transitory 
mechanism, and which has great influence on shaping values in society. 
Analysis on this level is sadly missing. While surveys about general public attitudes 
about sustainability are available, and are by and large promising, there is very little 
knowledge available about the attitudes of the political and business elites towards these same 
issues. Sadly, it can be deduced from policy decisions that it seems likely that their values are 
more conservative in this respect than wider societal attitudes. 
There are also hard economic and business interests at play. Lobby groups from within 
the country and from outside are active in areas connected to the wider concept of 
sustainability in areas as far away from each other as nuclear energy, pensions, transport 
policy, etc. It is crucially important to map the constellations in which these lobby groups 
attempt and succeed at capturing legislation and regulation, public procurement, as well as 
budgetary redistribution, allocation and investment. Only then are we able to determine which 
way these vital processes are headed, and what can be done to affect them. Most of the work 
that needs to be carried out in this respect is not simply one of sociology, economics or 
political science, but one of political economy. 
It is widely believed that in the countries where the transition to a more sustainable form 
of society is successfully taking place are countries with some “favourable cultural 
traditions”. This is far from the truth. Many of these countries were highly industrialised 
societies, with long traditions of fossil based economy. Many have deteriorating socio-
economic processes, for instance in the domain of demography, etc. In fact there were and 
still are conscious and reflexive drivers of change in these societies, with a good deal of 
awareness about the political economy of their country. These agents were the ones who 
proved in the longer run to be capable of turning public opinion and political decision-making 
processes in their favour.  
Two examples of this include the famous Energiewande in Germany, the conscious 
effort to move away from nuclear energy after the experience of the Fukushima nuclear 
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disaster. There were very clear drivers of the change to reverse the energy policy of a country 
that had previously expanded its nuclear base. There is not societal value determination in 
choosing one energy policy first, and then another later. Also, since such an abrupt shift did 
not take place in many other countries, it is also clear that the Fukushima shock in itself does 
not explain the Energiewande in Germany. There was clearly agency involved. 
Another example could be the high fiscal sustainability of the Scandinavian countries. It 
was a conscious effort on their part in the 1990s to reregulate fiscal policy and to avoid the 
debt driven economic growth that characterised many other developed economies, most 
notably the United States. This forms part of a wider socio-economic model in the Northern 
Part of Europe, generally referred to as the Nordic Model, which focuses on the redistribution 
bases strengthening of middle classes to create a knowledgeable and materially solid societal 
basis who can be the drivers of change towards sustainability in all senses. It is well known 
that the Nordic Model came about as a consequence of a struggle that can best be described in 
terms of political economy. It was clearly driven by organisational and individual agency. It 
must also be added that as a consequence of this model, Scandinavian countries are also well 
on their way towards both a non-carbon economy and also towards a greening of their 
budgets, especially in Sweden and Denmark. 
These two examples demonstrate how political economy is the important intermediary 
level that connects theory and policy. It is crucial that research be undertaken in this domain 
in order to establish a level of coherence between these two levels. Otherwise Hungary will 
suffer the fate of a laggard, and academic study of sustainability will be experience continued 
frustration as it continues to register the growing and sustained gap between theory and 
practice.  
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